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Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore the use of
informal music and Modern Band practices in the contexts of secondary music ensemble
classrooms. Primary data collection was comprised of semi-structured interviews with
teachers who used informal music learning practices and/or Modern Band programs at
the secondary level. Results indicated that the inclusion of informal learning practices
and/or Modern Band within the traditional music ensemble promotes the development of
music individualism among students. Students and teachers together create environments
that promote creativity, composition, and peer collaboration. Popular music and/or
socially and culturally relevant genres are incorporated.
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Introduction
Even the most thoroughly ingrained beliefs and practices of a society can lose
value over time as needs, ideas, and identities evolve. “Times change; people change;
values change; cultural norms and ideas about education change” (West & Clauhs, 2015,
p. 58). Institutions and their frameworks, however, seldom evolve in lockstep. “Although
there are important reasons to preserve long-standing traditions of school music, one
wonders why the content of our music curricula doesn’t better reflect the musical world
that we live in” (Woody, 2007, p. 32). The music education profession has acknowledged
the sometimes-uneasy tensions between its traditional public school offerings and popular
music forms. Notably, there is often a profound disconnect between what music the
students choose to listen to on their own time and what music they make in school music
programs. West and Clauhs (2015) believe that recent advocacy efforts are not connected
to the vision and statements of music teachers as revealed in the profession’s well-known
Tanglewood and Housewright declarations; a profound disconnect exists between what
we as educators claim to value and what the structure and content of our curricula
actually supports. West and Clauhs suggest that educators’ deeply-held philosophical
beliefs ought to drive their efforts at professional advocacy even when those beliefs do
not necessarily align with the most efficient ways to preserve their programs. Especially
at secondary levels, Western educators’ curricula have often privileged bands, orchestras,
and choirs, along with classical music genres and traditions, with little room for popular
music genres or alternative pedagogical approaches (West and Clauhs, 2015).
Despite the difficulty of instigating change in the music education profession,
there have been efforts to raise motivation and increase participation in school music
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programs. These initiatives have introduced new thinking focused on the success of
students in instrumental and vocal music. Educators have challenged the traditional
notion of education as the transfer of necessary knowledge and skills without regard for
students’ interest in, or ability to absorb, that information (Green, 2016). Introducing
students’ own music cultures into the curriculum helps to close the gap between
perceived “high” and “low” music cultures and between Western and non-Western music
(Green, 2016).
Popular music has shown great originality, variety, and evolution. It includes a
range of styles including, but not limited to, country, jazz, folk, R&B, rap, and Latin
music, with practitioners ranging from vernacular amateurs to best-selling professional
artists (Woody, 2007). Popular music evolves rapidly, especially with the unprecedented
access to consumption and creation afforded by technologies such as YouTube, digital
downloads, music apps. MP3, iPad ensembles, Amplify, GarageBand, and many others
that have altered students’ experiences both within and outside of their schools (Powell et
al., 2019).
Lucy Green states, “Music is a part of everyday life, and must be understood as
such,” and also indicates that popular music has been included in schools less on its own
merits than as a vehicle to entice students into the exploration of classical music (Green,
2006, p. 101). The importance of popular music as a cultural and social force in everyday
lives has affected music education (McPhail, 2013), yet Lawson (2018) perceives
continued resistance to its inclusion in music education programs.
Many current teachers perceive the incorporation of popular music into music
education curricula as a fairly new experiment, yet attendees at the Tanglewood
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Symposium of 1967 planted the seeds of the idea over 50 years ago (Vasil, 2020). The
symposium focused on the future of music education with the discussion of popular
music in education as part of their charge:
Music of all periods, styles, forms, and cultures belong in the curriculum. The
musical repertory should be expanded to involved music of our time in its rich
variety, including currently popular teenage music and avant-garde music,
American folk music, and the music of other cultures (Tanglewood, 1968, p. 139).
Attendees advocated the inclusion of music of all periods, genres, cultures, and social
strata in the curriculum, reasoning that adding such music to the curriculum would keep
students engaged and challenged.
While some educators have accepted the Tanglewood charge and added some
aspects of popular music into their curricula over the last half century, it appears that the
majority have gone only so far as to incorporate repertory, not aspects of philosophy or
practice (Gurgel, 2019). Teachers often select and arrange pieces of popular music and
teach them to a class, but this method leaves out genre-specific characteristics of popular
music such as collaboration and improvisation and ignores the social and political value it
provides. While such efforts have promoted more integration of popular music into music
education curricula, Gurgel states that, as of 2019, educators who emphasize songwriting,
composing, and creating using non-traditional instruments or electronics with their
students are the exceptions rather than the rule. Even with a more inclusive repertoire, if
students do not perceive the instruction accompanying the repertoire as respectful,
challenging, and accurate, teachers may be unintentionally supporting disengagement
from school music (Gurgel, 2019).
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Another question arises in the importation of popular music into traditional school
ensembles: should students learn to play music in ensembles for which it was not made?
Some scholars suggest not: “The inherent qualities of popular music—its spontaneity,
creativity, contemporary relevance to students and authenticity—were buried in 80member large ensembles” (Powell et al., 2019, p. 23). West and Clauhs (2015) suggest
that school music should be more culturally relevant and democratic so that it is securely
embedded within the American school curriculum. They also argue that contemporary
popular music is relevant across race, ethnicity, class, gender, and language. Most
American students enjoy popular music regardless of their backgrounds, whereas
traditional band, choir, and orchestra programs do not represent the overall school
populations.
Informal Music Learning
Informal learning is a significant aspect of popular music learning and
approaches. In Music, Informal Learning and the School: A New Classroom Pedagogy,
Lucy Green compares the study of foreign language with music education, including the
involvement of reading and writing and how it seems to carry a large weight of
assessment. Within music education, that focus on notation literacy leads to the
invisibility of music listening skills (Green, 2016).
Green's work centers on informal learning practices in student-centered activities,
with students in groups learning popular music by ear with very little teacher
interaction. These informal learning practices allow students to explore and create music
based on popular and cultural music that students themselves choose. Teachers offer
guidance but allow students to explore the music and create within groups. Students are
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encouraged to learn by "covering" songs and creating adaptations of the music they are
hearing.
Green investigates how it is possible and desirable to incorporate informal music
learning practices into formal music education. She explores how these approaches can
change students’ acquisition processes as well as the ways they appreciate, understand,
and listen to music. She also considers the impact of these approaches on instructors:
How informal practices can affect teachers’ approaches and perspectives in ways
that we have, as music educators, often left unquestioned or taken for granted.
Bringing informal learning practices into a school environment is challenging for
teachers. It can appear to throw up conflicts with their existing view of
professionalism, and may at times seem to run against official educational
discourses, pedagogical methods and curricular requirements (Green, 2016, p. 2).
Numerous studies reflect on adding informal learning practices into music
curricula and the value of incorporating genres of music via a student-led process.
Boespflug (1999) states that pop ensembles thrive at secondary school levels and that
junior high school students can be positively influenced positively by a pop ensemble.
Students who are musically inclined are typically interested in many different types of
genres and culturally relevant music, and pop ensembles can become an introduction into
more traditional ensembles for junior-high-aged students (Boespflug, 1999).
The Origins of Modern Band
The Modern Band concept is a school-based music program that uses popular
music as its central curriculum. It teaches students to perform, improvise and compose
music that is current and culturally relevant to school-aged students (Lawson, 2015).
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Modern Band is a flexible program that strives to use the instruments that are
characteristic of popular music, which may include guitar, bass, keyboards, and voice for
a rock context, but could also range to dulcimer and the instruments of mariachi. (Vasil,
2019) Technology in particular is an important component of Modern Band because it
can be used as an instrument, a recording device and a teaching tool (Lawson, 2015).
With the guidance of music teachers, Modern Band uses informal learning, and the
students choose the music, learn the songs by ear, and students are self-guided (Vasil,
2019).
In 1996, elementary school teacher David Wish wanted his students to explore
music and, with little funding available, started an after-school program featuring a guitar
class that he thought would interest his students. Over time, the program grew, and with a
few volunteers, he was able to expand the program nationally. With the help of
musicians Carlos Santana, Bonnie Raitt, and John Lee Hooker, he started the
organization Little Kids Rock in 2002 (Little Kids Rock, 2019).
In developing Little Kids Rock, David Wish coined the term “Modern Band” to
refer to a school-based music program that utilizes popular music as its central canon
(Vasil, 2019). In an interview with Lawson (2015), Wish explained that “Modern Band is
a new category in programming and music education practices that have not seen
appreciable changes in approaches or content since the integration of jazz curricula in the
1970s” (Lawson, 2015). While its methods, instruments, and pedagogy differ from many
current practices, Lawson indicates, on the basis of his conversation with Wish, that
practitioners who employ Modern Band approaches often seek to increase participation in
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school music programs rather than to replace band and orchestra ensembles (Lawson,
2015).
Those who employ Modern Band and informal practices focus on music learning
that incorporates electronics, guitars, keyboards, bass guitars, and percussion. They
encourage students to explore different combinations of styles and instruments and to
incorporate digital music into their compositions (Vasil, 2019). Music education has
added guitar and piano classes to its curriculum of instrumentation; the majority of the
literature that is being covered is based on western music practices and traditional music
reading skills (West & Clauhs, 2015).
Modern Band practitioners use a pedagogy termed Music as a Second Language
(MSL) adapted from Krashen's five hypotheses of second language acquisition (Vasil,
2020). Music as a Second Language is a student-centered, participatory approach similar
to Orff and Dalcroze. The core principles of MSL include: (1) learning music informally;
(2) learning how to monitor self-learning; (3) experimenting to acquire skill; (4) exposing
students to music professionals as models and guides; and (5) learning in a safe
environment (Vasil, 2020).
The Music as A Second Language approach to learning is non-notational and
relies on performance and composition before reading and writing. This environment
creates a rock musical experience and allows for approximation (conversation using
music) and sensitivity to students’ affective filters (mental block caused by anxiety, low
motivation, and self-esteem) (Little Kids Rock, 2019).
The informal learning in popular music pedagogies features aspects such as
learning and creating by ear, flexible teacher roles, and the creation of safe environments
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for students to experiment and take risks. (Vasil, 2020). This closely relates to the Little
Kids Rock pedagogy of informal learning practices with teachers acting as facilitators for
guidance and structure. Vasil promotes the use of popular music to reach as many
students as possible but with more teacher guidance than Green's work incorporates.
Vasil reinforces the importance of student-led activities, using culturally relevant music
that connects students to the music they are listening to and creating. The encouragement
to explore music-making in a safe environment will entice students to be creative,
experimental, and exploratory with their music-making (Vasil, 2020).
Vasil (2020) asserts that we need Modern Band to make music more accessible to
all students in schools. While Modern Band programs can reach students who are not part
of a traditional large ensemble, it can also serve to help those ensemble students to
expand their musicianship. The goal of Modern Band is not to replace traditional
ensemble instruction but to complement the large-group music education offered in a
school setting (Vasil, 2020). In this way, Modern Band serves as a vehicle to increase the
accessibility of music instruction to all students. Directors typically introduce Modern
Band programs into a school in one of three ways: as an extracurricular program, a
revision of an existing course, or an addition to the curriculum. The learning is informal
and self-guided with students bringing their preferred repertory and the teacher
facilitating aural-driven learning (Vasil, 2019).
Vasil (2019) states that there is evidence that some schools use popular music and
informal learning practices in classrooms, but little data exists as to how and why
teachers enact such an expansion of traditional models. She concludes that teachers in
her study were looking for ways to close the gap between school music and students’
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music by integrating popular music and Informal Music Learning Practices (IMLP) into
the school programs (Vasil, 2019). Learning how and when to instigate change in a
program can be challenging. “Changes in curricular content and pedagogy can be
overwhelming but are certainly attainable through intentional and thoughtful design and
planning” (Vasil, 2020b, p. 47). Vasil (2020b) also focused on how educational policy
changes have impacted instructional practices and how art programs can be developed for
traditional and emerging models and structures of education. In her view, traditional
pedagogies are hampering the ability to bring twenty-first-century learning into music
education.
Scholars have called for music educators to evolve their practices to engage more
students and to create more authentic music learning environments such as new
alternative music classes and existing classes infused with popular music and Informal
Music Learning Practices (Vasil, 2019b). Curriculum is affected by the society in which
we live. “Most significantly, the music curriculum has been affected by the growth of
popular music’s importance in people's lives and its omnipresence as a cultural and social
force” (McPhail, 2013, p. 34).
Combining pedagogies and approaches from Modern Band and more formal
music approaches ostensibly opens the best of both to students to gain insight on how
both styles of learning are important and can complement each other. The combination of
informal and formal learning practices requires pedagogy and planning to create a
worthwhile experience for students. Effective teachers use a combination of informal and
formal learning strategies within the classroom (Abramo & Austin 2014). Informal
pedagogy may be combined with other pedagogies, but teachers need to understand the
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shift in pedagogy could trigger shifts in identity as a music teacher and performer. In
Abramo and Austin’s study, their participant struggled with the shifting of different
pedagogies as they clashed with his beliefs and personal identification ( Abramo &
Austin, 2014)
Existing literature addresses Modern Band as a class, extracurricular or club
activity, the importance of informal learning practices, and Modern Band as it relates to
jazz music, but no studies concern the combination of traditional music instruction and
Modern Band within the same class. Contemporary students are interested in music, want
to create music, and seek to be part of a community that shares similar values and
interests in music. Yet these same students often enter and exit the classroom listening to
popular music, which is not typically the music they learn in class.
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the use of
informal music and Modern Band practices in the contexts of secondary music ensemble
classrooms. The questions that I used to guide my investigation were:
1. How do participants define Modern Band and why do they use its
pedagogy?
2. How did participants initially integrate Modern Band into their programs
and how did their communities respond?
3. How were participants prepared to engage in Modern Band teaching and
learning processes?
Positionality
I have spent the majority of my music teaching career as a band specialist. Early
on, however, I had the opportunity to teach general music to middle school, high school,
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and elementary school. Although general music classes bring a different vibe than a band
class, I find that I miss being able to reach out to the students who think music is not for
them. Many students end their music educations when they enter middle school, even
though those years are such a wonderful time to explore their gifts.
When choosing a topic for my thesis, this subject emerged from the situation at
the school in which I teach. Over the last several years, the choir/Orff teacher and I have
been trying to reinvigorate what we have been teaching. We feel that we do a good
service to our programs, yet the limitations of scheduling keep us from doing as much as
we would like to expose our students to other genres of music, the experience of
composition, and the innate creativity of rich musical practice. I feel that we are stuck in
the old model of notes, rhythms, and concert preparations. Music is so much more than
notes and rhythms, and there never seems to be enough time to make everything happen.
In 2018 our music department started an after-school ukulele program, offering to
any middle school student the chance to come and learn how to play and experience the
process. We were pleasantly surprised by the number of students who participated and
the evident enjoyment they felt. The success of the ukulele project inspired us to rethink
our middle school curricula. In the fall of 2019, our music department experimented with
some collaborative music groups. First touching on the mechanics of the guitar, bass,
ukulele, and keyboards, we then encouraged and experimented with composition, chord
progressions, lyrics, and instrumentation. The students seemed to enjoy the change of
pace and embraced the freedom to initiate creativity. Concert season rolled around and
we had to concentrate on traditional literature preparation, but we planned to resume our
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new curricular direction during the spring of 2020. Unfortunately, we had to relinquish
those plans due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
During our collaboration time, light bulbs went off for both the students and for
me. The ability to “connect the dots” among music theory, jazz, popular music, and their
instruments, seemed to come easily to the students. The simplicity of popular music
allowed our students to experiment with sounds, compositions, and chord progressions.
Students were able to collaborate, share their idealism, and help each other with different
musical elements, and to become leaders within their small group.
I learned so much from watching and listening to the students. I was able to hear
their voices and thoughts as they started to sprout their ideas and initiatives. Throughout
my teaching career, I have led several general types of music classrooms, from all levels,
and I really would like to have experimented more with Modern Band and informal
music learning practices with those classes. My personal background is in classical music
and not jazz or popular music. I wish that I had been exposed to informal music learning
and popular music when I was in middle or high school. Regardless of age and location, I
have found that some students have an amazing ear for music, some are amazing readers,
but very few have a balance of both skills. Perhaps a Modern Band approach could help
more students achieve this balance.
I reached out to several programs and found that most Modern Band programs are
an outgrowth of a general music class, guitar class, or a after school club situation. I
wanted to explore how informal music learning, and specifically Modern Band practices,
might work within a traditional band class. My hope was to learn how to better provide
my students with experiences beyond a traditional band class, to open their eyes and ears
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to see that “music is music,” and although we might experience it differently, all types
and genres of music can be wonderful.
Delimitations
Qualitative research embraces the subjectivity of participants and allows for the
subjective lens of the researcher; however, that subjectivity also has limitations due to the
human touch and impact.
The human instrument has shortcomings and biases that can have an impact on
the study. Further, there is a particular theoretical framework or lens that informs
a research study that the researcher makes visible rather than trying to eliminate
these biases or ‘subjectivities,’ it is important to identify them and monitor them
concerning the theoretical framework and in light of the researchers own interest,
to make clear all they may be shaping the collection and interpretation of the
data.” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 16).
Other delimitations of this study include those that typically occur when using a
small sampling of participants. With only 7 participants, there can be no generalizations
to larger populations; results are reflections of these particular participants’ experiences
and my interpretations of them. Finally, because data collection for this study occurred
during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020), there was not a possibility to observe any of
these programs in place.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this study was to explore the use of informal music practices in
the context of secondary music ensemble classrooms. For this study, I defined the
traditional concert band setting as a band that is capable of playing symphonic music with
the addition of instruments not adapted to marching, such as the string bass and the harp.
Symphonic music has a deep-rooted history in western music, and I was interested in the
possible use of informal practices, and specifically “modern band,” in music classrooms.
Although “modern band” is not yet a widespread term, the creators of the program Little
Kids Rock offer this definition: “Modern Band is a school-based music program that
utilizes popular music as its central canon” (Little Kids Rock, 2019).
Informal Music Learning
In Music, Informal Learning and the School: A New Classroom Pedagogy, Lucy
Green collected data from 21 secondary schools, 32 classroom teachers and over 1,500
students between 2002-2006 (Green, 2006). Using quantitative and qualitative data from
all the schools, she concentrated on seven schools around London with 200 thirteen- and
fourteen-year-old students and eleven teachers. Her data collection included unstructured
participant observation of small student groups in music classrooms, whole classroom
observations, audio recordings of group work, audio and video recordings of
performances, recorded semi-structured interviews with students and teachers, and
recorded teacher meetings. All teachers involved in the project stated that music listening
was the main skill that their students had developed, along with ensemble, instrumental
and rhythmic skills. Aural copying, Green found, strengthened music listening skills,
which students successfully transferred to other music classes (Green, 2006).
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According to Green, “Music is a part of everyday life, and must be understood as
such. However . . . there is a theoretical aspect of musical experience that is,
momentarily, virtually free, or autonomous of, the meanings in everyday musical
experience” (Green, 2006, p. 1). She proposed five main characteristics of informal music
learning practices as compared to those of formal music learning. First, in informal music
learning, students, rather than the teacher, choose the music to be learned. Second,
students in informal contexts learn by ear rather than through formal notation. Third,
students are self-taught and work in peer groups for informal learning, whereas formal
learning is adult-supervised and guided hierarchically. Fourth, informally-based skill
acquisition begins from a whole-task perspective and proceeds at an individual pace,
whereas formal instruction follows a uniform curriculum that advances from simple to
complex content. Finally, informal learning is about performing, creating, improvising,
and creativity, whereas formal learning tends instead to privilege the reproduction of a
piece of music (Green, 2006).
Mans (2009) challenged the traditional curricula and pedagogy of school systems
and the need for education to evolve with changes in society:
Learning is naturally tied to authentic activity, context, and culture. In a
traditional music learning environment, the choice of material content is rarely
self-selected but is prescribed by custom and practice. The methods of learning
are not self-directed, but prescribed by social activities and/or an expert.
However, the choice to engage in musical participation and learning is self-chosen
and motivated. It has been my experience on the international music education
committee that the mention of traditional practices and music is met with a tired
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sigh. Such music seems dated and speaks of a moralistic or a man-decided
traditionalist view of matters that have no place in the postmodern world (Mans,
2009, p. 82).
Moreover, according to Mans, people have created, transmitted, learned and
performed the history of music in and through informal systems of education; it is how
people learn music within a cultural context. “When one chooses or identifies with the
music integration process and uses prior knowledge, then it is part of the working system
in a musical world” (Mans, 2009, p. 83).
Hess (2020) pointed to the vital role new technologies can play in informal music
learning situations. Whereas audio recordings have long been important to informal
music learning, modern internet sites offer additional enhancements such as text and
imagery (Hess, 2020).
Music for All
Culp and Claughs (2020) discussed the reasons why students may choose to
discontinue their involvement in school music programs and what practices educators
might follow to provide music education for all students. They suggested that teachers
consider the community, the barriers faced by that community, and the best ways to
incorporate music into a particular setting. According to their article, the number of
students enrolled in traditional large-ensemble music programs are lower than others had
previously reported. They found as well that students from higher economic backgrounds
were more likely to participate in an orchestra than students from lower social economic
backgrounds. They suggested that schools provide all music supplies at no cost to
students and to be sensitive in grading policies on activities outside the school day, as

17
some families are unable to provide transportation. Another recommendation was for
music teachers to remain aware of parents’ commitments and schedules when having
planning activities to take place outside of school hours. Traditional ensembles and
repertoire can sometimes create barriers for some demographics of students; the authors
suggest that other ensembles rather than the traditional large ensembles could better
facilitate participation of some students as music programs should reflect the population
within the schools and create a place where all students can participate (Culp & Claughs,
2020).
Editors devoted the October 2009, volume 8, No.2, issue of the journal, “Action,
Criticism, and Theory for Music Education” to a discussion of Lucy Green’s work. In a
response, Green wrote:
We are living at a time of great social, cultural, ecological, technological, and
economic change, not to mention specifically musical change. However, we must
take care not to overlook the value of our more embedded and traditional formal
educational ways. I am strongly of the opinion that to give children and young
people the best possible music education, they need access to both formal and
informal realms, both aural and written forms of transmission; and they need to be
able to understand music theory and how music is put together at both and
intuitive level and a conscious, theoretical level (whether written or aural or both)
(Green, 2009, p. 131).
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Pedagogical Considerations
The call for change within our music education curriculum and pedagogy is everpresent in secondary schools and college pre-service music teacher programs. Rodriguez
(2009) stated:
There is little doubt at the significance of [Lucy Green’s] approach, but it raises
epistemological and pedagogical issues that must be addressed to better
understand where we go next with informal learning so that we might provide
more relevant engaging public school music instruction (Rodriguez, 2009, p. 36).
Rodriguez indicated that an area of further research would be to study the give and take
of informal and formal learning systems to learn how both systems can be used in the
same setting. If teachers and students have greater decision-making power within the
content and procedures, there will be changes that go beyond music (Rodriguez, 2009).
Lucy Green's work points to the inadequacies within institutional music education and its
failure to address the way forms of music culture are received, communicated, and
learned. Music education spaces can be learning spaces for all students regardless of
class, privilege, and background (Lines, 2009).
Jenkins (2011) proposed a counternarrative regarding incorporating informal
music into the school setting, raising the possibility that the addition of jazz into the
curriculum was not a wholly positive development. He explained that, whereas informal
learning strategies often target popular (i.e., rock) music, those same informal strategies
are important to other types of music including jazz. He concluded his article on Formal
and Informal Music Educational Practices with a statement that perhaps a balance is
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needed between informal and formal learning, because “each method alone may be
insufficient” (Jenkins, 2011, p. 195).
Although there seems to be a great divide between formal and informal learning
practices, they both appear in most educational settings. Adolescents experience formal
learning inside the classroom and informal learning outside of the classroom; it is natural
for both to exist (Vasil, 2015). “Informal practices, when intelligently applied, foster the
capacity of a student to develop a self-identity with a distinct perspective on the world”
(Jenkins, 2011, p. 180). Lucy Green provided further insight into the combination of
informal and formal pedagogies in classrooms. She stated that the use of informal music
practices in music classrooms at least at times “may help us to enhance the authenticity of
the learning experience… Learners can embrace music with their own, alternative
delineations” (Green, 2006, p. 115).
The potential tensions between informal and formal music practices raise the
question of how informal learning practices affect the traditional model of Western
classical music education. Teachers tend to use more informal music learning practices in
the general music classroom, but such practices are less common in typical Western
classical ensembles like band, orchestra, and choir. In a narrative study, Kastner (2020)
followed a first-year general music teacher working in a middle school and a high school
as she used both formal and informal learning processes in her classroom. Kastner
selected the teacher for study based on two key dimensions, including having one or two
years of teaching experience and having an interest in using informal music learning in
the classroom. Data collection took place over six months and included three semistructured interviews, classroom observations, and participant writing in the form of
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journal entries related to informal learning projects. The individual followed in the study
had studied music education at a Midwestern university; her training included clarinet,
voice, and elementary and general music methods. Her methods courses included
exposure to both formal and informal learning practices. She stated that she always had a
love for rock music, but did not think that it fit into her instrumental classes at the
university. At the conclusion of the study, the themes that emerged were based on how
the participant felt as a music teacher and the acceptance of her love for rock music and
desire to not want to be a band teacher. The study subject was able to have a balance of
formal and informal learning practices within her classes that included the need for skill
building to help students participate more fully in informal music practices. Another
theme that arose was the use of different music to teach concepts rather than the music as
the main content. Administrators and parents approved of her use of informal learning
practices but other music teachers were not as accepting (Kastner, 2020).
In a similar case study, Abril (2009) studied how one music teacher responded to
students’ cultural backgrounds in middle school using an instrumental performance class.
In ten hours of observation over a four-month period, the researcher collected data
through informal dialogue, observations, journaling, and the collecting of lesson plans
and supplementary materials that were used in class. Abril found that the, although the
study subject’s main music education training had been in traditional classical music, she
had played in an emo band (a subgenre of punk music typically focused on failed
romance and pain) while in college. The participant felt the need for change in the
curriculum to mirror the students in her classroom and started to experiment with a
Mariachi ensemble. With her own previous experience in a popular band, she was able to
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connect the informal and formal strategies to draw upon more culturally significant music
(Abril 2019).
May et al. (2020) investigated new conceptions of music literacy to support and
encourage music experiences in music education by using the process of redefining music
literary to include modern terminology and modern music The authors worked to redefine
music texts and literacy to reflect how to use popular music within a music curriculum.
Music literacy is when music experts consider a music text as appropriate and effective to
facilitate the development of meaning. The authors asserted that a new conception of
music literacy could help guide popular music experiences. They concluded that music
texts are resources that are infused with rich meaning and allow the music teacher to
explore different resources for students.
Popular Music
Although the value of incorporating popular music in music education has been
discussed for years, it is still not widely practiced (May et al., 2020). Students are able to
understand current cultures and society while practicing popular music (May et al.,
2020.) Students grow through the exploration of popular music practices, so why do
significant barriers remain regarding its inclusion in our school music education
programs (Lawson, 2018)? Vasil (2015) stated that the tensions around the use of
popular music and informal learning practices stem from four main themes. First, music
teachers hold negative views of popular music, including an inability to relate to it or the
possibility that the music itself is deemed inappropriate for school. Second, music
teachers may be uncertain of the material, which could stem from the strongly formal
orientation of their own collegiate training. Third, teachers may have limited
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resources and lack professional development opportunities from the school system;
fourth, institutional constraints, such as the lack of funding, space, and the pressure of
outcomes-based learning, may serve as barriers (Vasil, 2015).
McPhail’s qualitative case study used a series of six secondary schools in New
Zealand to uncover the relationship between classical and popular music within elective
classes. Data collection included teacher interviews, lesson observations, focus group
interviews with students, and follow up interviews with the teachers. The majority of the
data resulted from the teacher interviews and discussions (McPhail, 2013). The author
explored the use of classical and popular music in music classrooms. The teachers in his
study used both formal and informal approaches, depending on the knowledge and
appropriate situation. The use of classical music was related more to theoretical
knowledge and popular music more to procedural knowledge. The key concepts from the
study were: affirmation of the individual students and their needs and interests which
drove motivation; knowledge differentiation and the need to provide social relevance to
the students; theoretical knowledge, which enhances the other music learning and
legitimating, the balance between playing popular music, music reading, and notation.
The author suggested that teachers wanted to broaden student experiences by exposing
them to western classical traditions, but this can also be seen as cultural colonization.
Another perspective was that the best student learning was through their own music. The
third view from the study indicated that teachers attempt to find a balance between
students’ interest and pre-existing skills and then collectively develop concepts and
historical knowledge of the discipline. McPhail concluded, “Educational environments
need to provide both the dissonance required to inspire learning and the consonance
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required for students to recognize themselves as of value within the acoustic of the
school” (McPhail, 2013, p. 18).
Kelly’s (2019) qualitative action research study using popular music was designed
to give educators ideas about how to engage students outside of traditional band, choir,
and orchestra classes. Over the course of a year, rural public school district students in
fourth and fifth grade engaged as the researcher and teacher collected data using field
notes, observations, anonymous exit tickets, journal entries and open-ended interview
questions. Main results from the study included that students had fun; enjoyed teaching
others, making their own decisions, and collaborating for a common cause; and
experienced both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, as well as altered levels of selfcompetence and worth.
Tobias (2010) used an intrinsic case study approach to examine the musical
engagement and learning of secondary students in a songwriting and technology class for
students who were not interested in participating in a traditional large ensemble. Using
video recordings, field notes, observations, and unstructured interviews, the researcher
concluded that, when given opportunity with open parameters, students were able to take
on the roles of songwriters, producers, and music engineers. Tobias reported that students
need a strong background of aural skills, music literary, and musical thinking and doing
to be successful using modern songwriting and producing (Tobias, 2010). In a subsequent
article, the same researcher indicated that educators need to learn what their students are
musically interested in and try to create that music or add to it, and that educators need to
be compelled to use digital technologies and media to have students engage in music that
is not ensemble-related (Tobias, 2013). Tobias asserted that music educators need to
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facilitate the skills and knowledge base for creating rather than recreating music and
explore ways to update traditional classrooms to allow new musical practices (Tobias,
2013).
The Purpose of Modern Band
According to Vasil (2019), the purpose of Modern Band is to complement
traditional groups and provide an option for music partipation to students who do not
have the prerequisites to join an ensemble at the secondary level. Vasil discounts
common fears that offering Modern Band would decrease participation in large
ensemblestake away from the traditional large ensemble. Rather, while Modern Band is
designed for students who have interests outside of Western Classical music and are
interested in creating beats on digital devices and playing guitars, it does not pull students
from other places; it combines (Vasil, 2019). In Vasil’s estimation, since the Modern
Band instructor is often the same individual who leads a school’s programs in band,
choir, and/or guitar, when a Modern Band option becomes available, participation in
large ensembles is likely either to remain essentially unchanged or, perhaps, even to
increase. In addressing the question of how to include modern band within a band
classroom, the Modern Band classes are typically standalone classes or part of a general
music class (Vasil, 2019).
Modern Band brings the cultural relevance of the moment into the classroom and
is centralized (Lawson, 2015). By having the opportunity to explore modern music,
students begin to have more ownership and relevance to everyday life. Byo reported on a
case study on the “nature and value associated with involvement in Modern Band (rock
band) as an approach to music education” (Byo, 2018, p. 260). His study examined the
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Lower Manhattan Community School, with about 350 middle school students. Within the
school, the only music offerings were three grade levels of Modern Band-based large
ensembles. The music teacher had degrees in composition and percussion performance,
was a classical and popular music performer, and did not have an education degree. The
approach to the Modern Band classes at this school was similar to the Little Kids Rock
objective of making “real” music quickly. Using semi-structured interviews of 19 student
members, the music teacher, and the principal, Byo asked why they participated, what
they found enjoyable and special, and what had been their overall experiences with the
Modern Band class. The teacher and the principal completed a survey asking how the
National Standards for Music Education were met using Modern Band (Byo, 2018). The
author identified five major themes apparent in schools that had started Modern Band
programs: music was valued; a sense of community was valued; identifying oneself as a
modern band member was valued; the teacher was valued; and a managed classroom was
valued (Byo, 2018).
Non-U.S. School Music Education Programs
Music education programs in the United States differ from those of other nations
as far as pre-service teachers’ perceptions of their readiness to teach composition and
improvisation after they get their first job. In Abramo and Austin’s (2014) narrative study
on how to implement informal music learning strategies for teachers who currently use
instructor-directed pedagogies, they found that the discrepancy lies in the emphasis on
traditional ensembles in American teacher education programs. Abramo and Austin
followed a teacher who had been teaching for 18 years, with a graduate degree in trumpet
performance but without any training on how to teach informal learning and non-
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ensemble music classes. At the conclusion of the study, the teacher struggled to connect
with his students socially and was unable to understand why the students had the desire to
learn holistically rather than breaking things down in smaller elements. He learned that he
needed to shift from his previous pedagogy of teaching to one in which students create
rather that recreate, and for student-directed learning to take place rather than teacherdriven learning (Abramo & Austin, 2014).
Mantie (2013) used principles of context analysis to investigate the discourses of
popular music pedagogy to gain understanding of music education practices in the United
States. He created a sampling frame of research connected to “popular music” and found
six journals that highlighted international representation of popular music. Using
keywords such as popular music, informal learning, rock music, and garage band, he
was able to discover more literature connected to popular music. He concluded that there
are differences between American and non-American popular music practices related to
the articles in his sample. He also found that most American authors focused on literature
and preservation, while non-American authors focused on how teachers use popular
music in the classroom and how to improve practices in the classroom (Mantie, 2013).
Isbell (2018) used a mixed method approach to compare the United States to other
nations regarding the use of informal music practices. He investigated how music
educators who used Musical Futures (an informal music learning program that combines
cultural, contemporary, and relevant musical learning for students in Britain) strategies in
their classrooms responded to teaching and learning strategies that were different from
how they learned music. The data collection in the qualitative first phase was exploratory
and helped support the quantitative method of the second phase. The second phase
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included a questionnaire that 41 music educators responded to using a Likert-type scale
about their familiarity with Musical Futures, how comfortable they were with its
strategies, its impact on their teaching, and how the Musical Futures program compared
to other music learning. There was also a section of free responses about informal
learning in the classroom, how Musical Futures could impact the philosophy of music
education, and the challenges, benefits, and misunderstandings about Musical Futures.
The author found that most of the participants in the United Kingdom were familiar with
Musical Futures and felt that it was in line with their previous understanding of music
teaching and learning. This contrasted with Isbell’s 2016 report concerning informal
music learning in the U.S., which found that American teachers had great respect for the
approach, but were reluctant to use the Musical Futures strategies in a formal school
setting (Isbell, 2018).
Jones (2014) also investigated the use of Musical Futures. In a case study, the
author explored how students familiar with traditional band settings had experienced
informal learning. In conjunction with her job in an open-enrollment high school with a
focus on Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math, she conducted a small pilot study
so that she could become more familiar with the process, followed by a full case study
using eight advanced high-school band students with two to three years of playing
experience. The students met twice a week for six weeks to understand how informal
music and Musical Futures worked, and to form groups, choose music, and rehearse.
Jones, as the researcher and facilitator, video recorded 18 hours of practice sessions, field
notes, observations, questionnaires, and semi-structured interviews to collect data for the
study. At the conclusion of the study, Jones suggested that students be equipped with a
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“toolbox” of some previous knowledge to help them embrace informal learning, which
would include some learning by ear and basic transposition for transposing instruments.
She also concluded that the informal learning experience uncovered some deficiencies
within the traditional band setting concerning rhythm dictation and creating versus
recreating. Informal music learning provided some students the opportunity to explore
different ranges and melodies on their instrument and explore small group settings
(Jones, 2014).
In conclusion, the literature indicates the need for, and relevance of, modern band
and informal learning practices in American music education classes. Such approaches
allow more creativity, songwriting, student-led activities, and more culturally relevant
music. The literature calls for changes at the university level to increase pre-service
teachers’ comfort with informal music learning practices and how to use them effectively
in the classroom. There is less information concerning how to implement modern band
into an already existing music classroom and how to encourage experienced instructors to
implement it into their music classes, large ensemble classrooms and rehearsal halls.
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Chapter 3: Method
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the use of
informal music and Modern Band practices in the contexts of secondary music ensemble
classrooms. The questions that guided my investigation were:
1. How do participants define Modern Band and why do they use its
pedagogy?
2. How did participants initially integrate Modern Band into their programs
and how did their communities respond?
3. How were participants prepared to engage in Modern Band teaching and
learning processes?
Creswell defines qualitative study as an "intricate fabric composed of minute
threads, many colors, different textures, and various blends of material" (Creswell, 2007,
p. 35). According to Merriam and Tisdell, qualitative research helps to develop an
understanding of “how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process (rather
than the outcome or product) of meaning-making, and describe how people interpret what
they experience" (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 15). This type of research allows for the
examination of experiences and how people create their realities. "Qualitative researchers
are interested in…how [people] construct their worlds" (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 6).
First, “qualitative research is not a single ‘thing.’ It is multilayered and multidimensional.
Second, because it is a dynamic, ever-changing field, standards will evolve as the field
evolves. Third, those who set the standards have subtle reasons that are influenced by
political, cultural, and social norms” (Lichtman, 2011, p. 258).
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Researchers utilize qualitative approaches when there is a need to study a group,
recognize variables that can be measured, or hear words that are silenced (Creswell,
2007, p. 40). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) suggest that qualitative research encompasses
several philosophical orientations and approaches, including anthropology, sociology,
and various applied fields of study such as journalism, education, social work, medicine,
and law. Qualitative research embraces the subjective experience and prejudices of
participants and acknowledges that researchers bring their subjective lenses to bear in
interpretation.
Phenomenological investigation pertains to the study of a common “lived
experience of a concept or a phenomenon” from the perspective of multiple individuals
(Creswell, 2007, p. 57). The phenomenological study requires the understanding of
philosophical assumptions that need to be identified by the researcher, which “consist of
a stance toward the nature of reality (ontology), how the researcher knows what she or he
knows (epistemology), the role of values in the research (axiology), the language of
research ( rhetoric), and the methods used in the process ( methodology). (Creswell,
2007, p.16) I utilized a phenomenological approach in this study as my question
pertained to instructors’ experiences of incorporating informal music learning and
Modern Band ideas in the secondary music classroom. Participants worked in various
contexts and positions, and I sought to capture the unique aspects of each person’s
situation. All participants had different teaching backgrounds. None of the programs were
the same, with each person providing a different perspective on Modern Band concepts
and how they applied them to their teaching.
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Participants
Using protocols set up and approved through the James Madison University
Institutional Review Board (IRB), I initially recruited participants through an open
invitation on a Facebook band directors’ group and from recommendations of colleagues
who were aware of the project. These colleagues sent names and possible programs that
used Modern Band or informal music learning practices. In addition, I contacted a senior
researcher in the area of Modern Band and informal music learning practices for possible
contacts and information.
I also utilized snowball sampling (Bryman, 2015), a form of convenience
sampling that allows the researcher to make contact with a group of people that are
relevant to the research topic and ask them for further contacts. I asked each initial
participant for names of other possible people to contact who they thought would have
pertinent experience concerning my research topic. I made contact with each potential
participant using email; I asked how their programs worked and if they would be willing
to be interviewed for the project. I then proceeded to schedule interview times with those
who agreed and provided consent documents and interview questions through email (see
Appendices A and B).
Participants signed and returned consent forms, which included permission to be
recorded and understandings that I would protect participant identities and destroy any
matching information after the study. Participants signed all documents and returned
them electronically to the researcher. All materials for the study were kept on a
password-protected computer. Study members also provided verbal consent at the
beginning of each interview.
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Participants included seven music teachers who at the time of the study were
using informal music learning practices within what they defined as traditional
ensembles. All participants taught in a secondary setting (middle school and/or high
school). Their teaching contexts included a range of beginning band, marching band, jazz
band, studio music, choir, string orchestra, Orff ensemble, and concert band. All
participants were male and had between 4 to 28 years of experience teaching in schools.
Participant 1 was Dan, a middle-school choral teacher who had first used informal
learning practices with a high school marching band. At the time of the study, he was
using informal learning practices with his program and was extremely happy with the
results. Joe, Participant 2, taught middle-school band and used an approach that centered
on students listening to popular music and copying the chord structure and creating their
ensemble. Participant 3, Jose, taught high school band, choir, orchestra, jazz ensemble,
and marching band. Through the insistence of the administration, he was using studentcentered learning practices. The fourth participant, Doug, taught band and orchestra at a
magnet school for the arts. He used Modern Band within his ensembles by having
students form small groups, which experimented with covers, composition, and electronic
music. Paul, Participant 5, taught middle school and high school band. He also had a
high-school recording studio class that experimented with beats, electronic music, and
publishing to YouTube. Participant 6, Ray, taught Modern Band at a high school. His
students covered, created, and composed music and performed using a sound stage that
was exclusively run by the students. The seventh participant, Tom, taught band, choir,
and strings overseas at a small private high school. He used Modern Band practices as a
class with students, who created and composed music in small groups.
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Data Collection
Primary data collection comprised semi-structured interviews with teachers that
used informal music practices or Modern Band at the secondary level. “Interviewing is
necessary when we cannot observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world
around them. It is also necessary to interview when we are interested in past events that
are impossible to replicate” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 108). According to Brinkmann
and Kvale, the “interview is a powerful method of producing knowledge of the human
situation, as demonstrated by historical interview studies, which have changed the ways
of understanding the human situation and of managing human behavior throughout the
20th century” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018, p. 10).
Merriam and Tisdell (2015) suggest using a face-to-face, video component if
conducting interviews from a distance rather than a voice-to-voice method, so that the
researcher can observe nonverbal cues and build more rapport with the interviewees.
Because my participants were geographically spread across the U.S. and internationally,
and travel was restricted due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I used online semi-structured
interviews through Zoom, a cloud-based video conferencing service that allows people to
have video and audio conversations and the ability to record to view the sessions later.
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), semi-structured interviews need to
utilize an interview guide (see Appendix A) that has flexibility, has no predetermined
wording or order, and is guided by a list of issues to be explored. The semi-structured
nature of the interviews provided opportunities for additional questions and conversations
to organically emerge in real-time. I asked participants how they defined Modern Band
and how they had initially integrated Modern Band within their programs and how long it
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had been a visible part of their teaching. I also asked how their school communities
(students, parents, and administrations) accepted Modern Band practices and the
challenges of using this type of instruction in a formal learning environment. Participants
discussed outcomes, goals, and if they would change back to teacher-led practices.
Additional questions covered their preparedness for facilitating Modern Band within their
programs.
Interviews ranged from 18 to 72 minutes in length; recordings totaled 5 hours and
30 minutes, which resulted in 102 pages of transcriptions. I created transcriptions using
the program temi.com, which is a professional audio recorder that captures and
transcribes conversations. The program is cloud-based, and information is kept private
with password-protected logins. The program is accurate; transcriptions required minor
editing, including stripping personal information. All transcripts were stored on a
password-protected computer.
In addition to scheduling emails, participants also offered information available
on school and personal websites to provide more information about their programs. Using
this information, I was able to confirm that the data from those participants was accurate,
and to gain a fuller understanding of the participant and the programs in which they were
involved. The use of triangulation allowed detailed information of the phenomenon that
is being studied (Denzin, 2012).

Analysis of Data
Creswell states, “The process of data collection, data analysis, and report writing
are not distinct steps in the process—they are interrelated and often go on simultaneously
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in a research project” (Creswell, 2007, p. 150). I reviewed the 102 pages of
transcriptions, underlined, made initial notes, and created initial codes as I searched for
common phrases and emergent themes relating to the study. I developed an “elaborate list
of codes when reviewing the information” (Creswell, 2007, p. 152). When studying the
transcriptions, I underlined important words and wrote them in the margins. I identified
many similarities due to the questions the participants answered; these initial words
became my codes. The first-level coding came to 50 pages, comprising 2,958 individual
codes.
Creswell (2007) suggests a loop-and-spiral data analysis approach, organizing the
early levels of data in groups and then converting the file to text units. Researchers
continue the analysis by looking at the entire database. I read and listened again to the
interviews and created a color-code system to develop the second level of coding using
common themes and wording across the seven interviews. During the third level of
coding, I categorized emergent ideas into five major themes with 441 individual codes.
The fourth level of coding revealed 52 subsequent codes. After the fifth and final level of
coding, I found the themes used in the study, under which I created subcategories based
on the earlier levels of coding. The interview process brought about important findings
regarding participants' background, college, and teaching experiences, which I will detail
in my final chapters.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Following completion of the coding process, analysis revealed four categories of
data, including Family/History of the Participant, School Function, Music Individualism,
and Opportunities Awarded to Participants. These categories also contained
subcategories. The Family/History of the Participant included subcategories of church,
bluegrass, rock bands, parents, and college education. Subcategories under School
Function included schedule, curricular, and students. Music Individualism had
subcategories of creating/experiencing music, hearing and listening, and festival
assessment. Opportunities Awarded to Participants had subcategories of career,
encouragement, personality, and professionalism. In general, coding revealed the
importance of the background and personality of the participants.
From the data category analysis, the primary theme that emerged was Music
Individualism. I define Music Individualism as the unique qualities that shape a person
into music teachers, beginning with their family upbringing, music backgrounds, and
opportunities throughout their music experiences. As teachers, they then pass this same
music individualism on to their students, which creates new opportunities for students as
they begin their own journey in music education.
The facets of Music Individualism clearly delineate the unique qualities of each
participant in this study, who are now reaching and teaching students in their unique
teaching methods. After interviewing the participants, I found as many differences as
similarities in their responses, and yet was surprised by how different they were and how
they taught many of the same concepts but in through different variations. The common
thread among the participants was their love of music: making music, playing music,
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composing music, and collaborating in music. In this chapter, I will present individual
participant profiles followed by a synthesis of ideas that emerged from the data.

Participant Profiles
Dan
I think when I really started to love the informal approach was at a bluegrass
event. Surprisingly, I know I don't look like a bluegrass type of boy. We were all
in a room together playing guitars and singing, and it was, try harmony. And I
was wrong a few times, but then I found it? And it was just allowing me to have
that freedom of a mistake. And that's my favorite part of informal music learning.
Background. Dan’s father introduced him to music, and specifically informal
music-making, from an early age. Some of his memories include visiting nursing homes
with a small band to perform for the residents at Christmastime, and worship team
activities within his church. He taught himself how to play the piano (informally) and
feels he has a pretty good mixture of informal and formal music training and experiences.
His love for informal music learning began with one particular experience and the
perceived ability to have forgiveness for making a mistake, which he brings into his
teaching.
Dan’s experiences in his undergraduate music program reflected a typical
conservatory-style approach to music education. He spent the majority of his time
engaging with Western classical music concepts and information, to the point where he
felt he was “indoctrinated into college land” through the practices he was taught. He
spoke highly of a professor who encouraged him and other college students to explore
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world music and study the Orff method of music education. These classes gave him more
incentive and the love and acceptance of informal music-making. Dan obtained his
master’s degree through an online program and at the time of this study was planning to
enroll in a doctoral program to work with a lead researcher in the informal music learning
field whom he had met during his undergraduate program. Dan taught elementary general
music for two years before taking a middle-school choral position, which he had held for
three years at the time of this study.
Informal Teaching Approaches. Dan first used informal music learning
practices “with marching band because I had just read Lucy Green's book.” He
experimented with “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” and the students created their own
arrangements and movements. Dan has continued to use informal learning practices in his
classrooms and has been invited to lead workshops to assist other music teachers in
incorporating informal music within their classrooms. Dan has found that his ensembles’
performances are less polished than they had been in previous years, but he feels that the
tradeoff is worth it to encourage students to experiment with music-making and creating.
Dan has kids in his class who did not voluntarily sign up for choir, so he feels the need to
allow them some discovery of music so they can figure out what they like and why, and
how to recreate the music they enjoy the most. Dan wants to allow the students to be
more engaged listeners or observers of music in the future. Overall, his administration is
very supportive and understands that performances might not be as polished as before but
enjoys witnessing the students’ thorough engagement in the program.
As Dan reported in the study data:
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The first challenge is to let go of the control of the room. I know when I talk to
teachers about this process, they're like, you don't do anything? No, I'm setting
them up, and then they do it and I have to give them the trust and I have to build
that relationship first. It's not always going to be perfect. And if a kid realizes it's
not perfect before you tell them it's not perfect, that helps them in the long run. So
challenges were growing pains from quality, not being there, but the exploration
and the learning were there.
Dan communicated that, by using informal learning techniques in his classroom,
he felt he was better able to facilitate musical interactions for students. He spoke of
empowering them to become musicians by “giving them the opportunity to find their
music and what they like and figure out how to make that music happen.” He seeks
relevance for students in the types of music and activities that they do. In his classroom,
he leaves space for students to create “successful sounds” by giving grace to create
sound, even if it is not perfect, “It’s like, make a successful sound. If you can read the
music, just make it pretty, the sound of music. Enjoy what you’re doing.” Rather than
limiting the potential ambiguity that typically characterizes informal practices, he
embraces the inherent messiness of informality. He uses sectionals and practice tracks for
students to work in small groups and encourages them to learn sections of music on their
own.
Study Findings. For Dan, the success of informal music learning practices
resides in a student-centered, rather than a teacher-centered, mindset. To him, the
challenge of using informal music learning is letting go in the classroom. Teachers have
to give up control and trust the process for the students. He said he has had people ask
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him if he just lets them go wild in his room, and he laughs and says, “No, I’m setting
them up and then they do it and I have to give them the trust and I have to build that
relationship first.” Dan builds his relationship with the students by letting them know it
is okay to make mistakes and things to not be perfect. His students accept imperfections
as part of music-making. Part of that is embracing the student leadership opportunities
that occur when creating smaller groups or sectionals within the class. He does not assign
a leader, but the students evolve their own leadership structures within the small groups.
Ultimately, he trusts not only the learning processes but the students themselves to
productively engage with each other and take ownership of their learning.
Dan realizes that some students have more experience and confidence than others
and tries to offer paths to achievement for all of them. Regarding informal learning:
I just think it’s just another tool in the toolbox. Orff might be a great way for one
and Kodaly could be another way, or just spelling it out could be another way, but
I think giving them the informal freedom to fail, that’s my thing.
The first challenge is to let go of the control of the room. I know when I talk to
teachers about this process, they're like, you don't do anything? No, I'm setting
them up, and then they do it and I have to give them the trust and I have to build
that relationship first. It's not always going to be perfect. And if a kid realizes it's
not perfect before you tell them it's not perfect, that helps them in the long run. So
challenges were growing pains from quality, not being there, but the exploration
and the learning were there.
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Joe
I was a player before I was a teacher. I didn't get my degree in education. I got my
degree in composition. I never thought I would be a public school teacher. I gotta
do something to earn a living. So I started teaching, and I decided I'm going to
teach kids what I always wish that people I played with knew, you know. When I
go into a studio to make a record, or if I go, you know, get hired as a side guy on a
gig, it would be so much easier if everybody knew this, this, this, this, and this. If
you knew what I, IV or V means, you know, we, we wouldn't have to rehearse so
much. We could just say, Hey, this is a I, IV or V in G and a shuffle, go and you
could do it. So that's what I want to teach my kids. I want to teach my kids to
think like a musician who plays with other musicians.
Background. Joe is a classically trained pianist with a background in church
music. He began playing for his church every Sunday when he was in second grade and
recalls playing for thousands of people. He considers himself a Jazz musician on
keyboard and bass. He never intended to teach until his situation as a traveling musician
started to affect his family. He was an active musician on the road for 15 years. He went
to college to study composition and picked up some extra scholarship money by playing
upright bass in the college orchestra. He said that his experience in college and his
background in performance have shaped how he teaches his students.
Joe began his educational career later in life after playing in a touring rock band,
and and became a credentialed teacher by the means of an emergency certification. Given
his background, he decided he wanted to teach students what he wished every musician
that he worked with on the road would know. He remembers getting frustrated with other
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gigging musicians when they didn’t recognize chord progressions and keys. Joe wants his
kids to know what a musician needs to know to make a living. He had been teaching for
21 years at the time of this study.
Informal Teaching Approaches. Joe teaches first- and second-year band
students, and he indicates that “Hot Cross Buns” and “Merrily We Roll Along” "gets old
real quick to the kids. They want to play what they stream." They want to play music that
matters to them, so "letting them play that music makes learning their instrument more
relevant to them." Joe originally started his integration of Modern Band approaches due
to a technology requirement for his licensure, so he started using the Finale music
notation software to make his arrangements. He decided to use this to encourage his
students to write out their music, whether it was “Happy Birthday” or whatever music
they were currently streaming on their own. He created a program called “DOTS”
(Dictation, Orchestration, Transposition, and Scripting). He has used this for over two
years. Using interval identification and singing pitch numbers, which then translates into
chord function to be referred to throughout the program, he continues to use the building
blocks into basic music theory. After year one, students are introduced to the circle of
fifths and instrument transposition, and start listening to bass lines to dictate into the
Finale program. They do this for about twenty tunes, pick their favorite five, and arrange
those for the band, and perform the music on their spring concert.
Study Findings. Joe integrates theory and ear training within his classroom so
that the students have the tools and resources to recreate music that is relevant to them.
Although this is not the typical use of Modern Band or informal music-making, he is still
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bringing the listening skills into the classroom and using student-centered learning and
student choice, which are components of both approaches.
Although Joe’s classroom is structured, he does create a space for his students to
experiment with Modern Band instruments during their release period.
I have keyboards and basses and guitars that are mine. I just add them to the
storage room and I let the kids experiment around with them. I have a PA, I have
a drum set, I got keyboards, I have guitars, I have everything set up in my room.
So the kids come in and they all set up a couple of vocal mics and they'll make a
rock band, in my actual band room.
According to Joe, if he had to start his program over, using his DOTS unit, he
would choose a web-based music notation software so that the students would have easier
access to the program.
Jose
The biggest challenge, I think, was me, (just to tell you the truth) and just getting
my mind wrapped around that I was going to make that change. And, this is
working and has become very successful with our groups. The drawbacks at first
were, I didn't feel I had enough say, in what was going on, I was giving too much
say to the students and, it was more resentment toward my administrator for even
making me do it in the first place. The successes have been phenomenal. We're
better players. We're listening more. We are watching the conductor more. We are
more in tune. The intonation is better, by being able to listen to that recording and
then go back and make that adjustment.

44
Background. Jose calls himself an old-school band director and wants students to
know traditional literature and is currently adding newer literature to his repertoire. He is
the only music teacher at his high school so he teaches concert band, jazz band, orchestra,
choir, and music appreciation and co-directs the marching band. His administration,
through the use of evaluations, encouraged him to try some informal learning practices
over the years, and now he embraces the new learning style for his students. He indicated
that he doesn’t use anything outside of the score for his classes, but has embraced the
informal learning approach that is more student-centered rather than teacher-directed.
Jose graduated from college with an undergraduate degree in music education. He spoke
of his college experience as the traditional experience, including jazz and theory.
Although he characterizes his own education as traditional, he also feels that he did some
on-the-job training.
Jose has been an active participant in marching band, including drum corps and
designing and directing marching band shows. He describes himself as a late bloomer,
referring to the 13 years that passed between his high school and college graduations, and
was not sure he wanted to be a band teacher because he saw everything his high school
band director went through. He participated in jazz ensemble through high school and
into college. The biggest change in his recent history was suffering from a heart attack 5
years ago that caused him to pull back from the marching band for a few years.
Informal Teaching Approaches.Jose’s administration encouraged him to try
some informal learning practices over the years, and now he embraces the new learning
style for his students. He said it was very hard at first to give up the control and let the
students be a part of the discussions of what they needed to rehearse rather than him
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telling the students what to rehearse. Although Jose felt “forced” to implement the
modern learning approaches, he is very pleased with the results and the relationship with
the students. He says informal learning gives the students more ownership of how to fix
things and it builds confidence when playing. He uses video analysis and recordings to
help show emotion that is relayed through the music. It gives the students the ability to go
home and work on notes, rhythms, and articulations on their own.
Study Findings. After he got his “mind wrapped around that I was going to make
the change,” the results have been “phenomenal” and “the growth I’ve seen in this group
is night and day.” As an example, with the use of audio recordings, the students can hear
their mistakes, talk about where the piece needs to go, and make those changes.
For Jose, the success has been in the back-and-forth relationship between him and
his students about the music and how to best make changes without him “pounding on
them constantly.” He is experiencing positive changes within his program and appreciates
the ownership of his students within the ensembles.
If I had to do it again, I would definitely do it again, just because it's made me a
better teacher. It's made my students better musicians. I would have made the
adjustment sooner after the initial start, than waiting those, you know, two and a
half, three years to finally like, go, okay, all right, I'll do it.
Doug
So for me, the definition of music is actually to get kids to experience music at
their own level and to be able to share and be able to create careers out of music.
Understand how you use to put together, not play the same piece of music for 9
weeks.
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Background. Doug grew up in the “hot zone” of America, so he said he had
nothing else to do but practice his saxophone because he could do that indoors. He went
to college on a music scholarship; he holds a bachelor’s degree in music education and is
currently pursuing a master’s degree in music education. According to his professional
website, he had done some coursework as a performance major but did not complete the
degree. He believes that college fails music teachers and says that he is teaching
everything that college did not teach him. According to Doug, “we teach music, all
music. We are all musicians, we can teach anything, and it is a mistake to not rise to the
challenge. You can do anything you set your mind to.”
Doug is a career teacher of 28 years and has held many different positions,
including eleven years as a fine arts coordinator. He retired in 2019 and was called to a
magnet Fine Arts School to be the instrumental music director. He is enjoying every
minute of his new position. He said he really wanted to "take over the worst program in
America, build it and write the book on it," but instead is part of one of the better
programs in the country.
Doug's school, in addition to band and orchestra, has a full recording studio, and
he teaches multi-tracking and the commercial side of music. Doug says, "we teach to the
top, push the middle, accommodate the bottom.” Although he consistently turns out allstate caliber musicians, he says that it is not because of him. The system creates
opportunities for success and the kids see what options are available. It then drives their
creativity and their desire to go out and explore the world. “I believe in culture, safety,
love and trust, and respect. None of that has to do with music, and that’s what I believe. I
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don’t teach music; I just believe that music is the byproduct.” He says that it is important
to trust the kids and the process of learning. He emphasizes culture over content.
One of the challenges that Doug has in his program is scheduling issues; these
range from students going out for testing, to the overall schedule for arts classes. He has
multiple classes at the same time and has created his block scheduling to accommodate
his program. His school has release times, and kids will come to his room and pick up
instruments and start creating, messing around, and laying tracks down. He is always
amazed at what the students can come up with when left to their creativity.
Informal Teaching Approaches. After a long teaching career, Doug started
asking his previous students why they are successful musicians. The former students
answered that it was the experience of band—not festivals, not band class, but the
experience of music, and being encouraged to compose and to perform. Doug says:
You must make the culture your own before you ever start to move to what
you're going to do, because if you try to move before, like I tried to have content
before culture, and it wasn’t the right thing to do.
Doug uses his own experiences to help his students move into careers in music,
whether that is performance, the technical side, the commercial side, or the consumer side
of music. Every student is valued and plays a role within his classroom using the skill set
that works best for that student. He allows students to experiment and try new
opportunities within his music department and encourages other students from outside the
department to participate during their release time. He takes his own experience from
working for Disney to encourage the students to experience the commercial side of
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music. A small group of selected students is ready to perform anything needed to play for
a commercial, an opening of a store, or a special guest in the area.
Study Findings. He communicates that "using positive stimulus creates a
response" and he has always taught that way and worked with the same concept as an
administrator. Students want to do well, and when the environment is not positive, the
students do not bloom and grow. When a teacher creates a positive and caring
environment, the responses and actions from students are also positive and rewarding to
the classroom and the school. The opportunities in Doug’s classrooms are growing every
day for his students to experience not just in performance but in every aspect of life.
Paul
The day [a student] discovered Garage Band on the iMacs that we have, the whole
class was like, Whoa. Like, literally just, like, up in his seat, freaking out because
he had control over these beats where he was before at the mercy of other people.
So the positive aspect is just this whole new world of opening up for different
kids is the one glaring thing that I think should be happening everywhere.
Background. Paul’s dad was a guitar player, so Paul knew what a guitar was and
how to hold one. His dad tried teaching him multiple times, but it never worked out for
him. He played tuba from middle school through college and still plays in a few small
brass ensembles. Paul has a degree in music education, and he felt that when he left his
institution his chief identity was that of a musician rather than a band director. He said
that music theory was a struggle, but repeating courses improved his skills. He felt
unprepared with the technology associated with an electronic digital music class, but says
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he left college with the “idea that the music and the kids are important and doesn’t matter
how the music happens.”
Paul has been teaching for 13 years all at the same school, and this is the first year
he is teaching using the recording studio lab space to teach an electronic digital music
(EDM) class. He also teaches middle school band, high school band, marching band, and
a guitar class. He began exploring digital music two or three years ago when he realized
that there was an underserved populace in the school with the current programs that were
offered. Using his EDM class, students have been working on projects, laying down
beats, even creating a record label, and learning how to produce an album. Many students
and rappers outside of the music department have been reaching out to Paul to see if they
can lay down tracks and have some studio time.
He had incorporated a few electronic devices into his marching band space,
creating the ability to amplify solo flute and clarinet. Paul was looking into some new
concert band music that used electronics, including “Awake The Machine,” but was
unable to program the piece due to the pandemic. He is very excited to continue to add
the influence of electronic music into his traditional ensembles.
Informal Teaching Approaches. Paul is excited about having his new
contemporary music class and the equipment needed for his students to experience all
things digital. His county was planning to create a fine arts academy that included a
recording studio. Regretfully, those plans were set aside, but Paul obtained a grant to
fund a recording studio, complete with used from a local university that was updating
equipment. The five students in his fall semester class are using project-based learning to
study music production. Regarding one student, Paul said, "I'm meeting him tomorrow to
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start him on his record label, to use our resources and get him started." The student is
prepared to take the risks of the project and career. He is "prepared to fail, and that's the
culture I am trying to build.” Paul spoke of the connection that he is building with other
students who would not be in his typical music classes.
I've had huge success with a couple of kids of just reaching the, like, there are
three rappers that I have never even talked to. And now suddenly I have this
rapport with them and am working with them, on laying tracks down in the
recording studio. And it's beautiful, you know, I would never have had the chance
to interact with them if not for this thing.
Study Findings. When asked about any negatives for adding this into his classes,
he communicated "zero negative pushback at all" and went on to add that he wondered if
only 20 percent of the population would notice if band, orchestra, and choir went away.
He went on to explain that the community wants some sort of entertainment for the tax
dollars, but he doesn't know if they care about the form that entertainment takes. "Forty
people committed to each other, playing one piece of music; that doesn't happen in our
culture anymore.” Paul said with Modern Band, it is entertaining, it is loud, you can turn
it up, and it is easier with personnel. He felt the biggest positive was being able to reach
students that he normally would not reach.
Paul mentioned that there were many kids that were not a part of the music
department that had interest and skill in rapping, beats, and loops, and he wanted those
kids to have the opportunity to create and record. He also said that sometimes the kids do
not always share their passions in class:
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I had a kid who graduated a couple of years ago. He played tuba. And after he
graduated, one kid asked, ‘Hey, did you ever hear his mixtape?’ And I was like,
what do you mean his mixtape? I didn't listen to it, but imagine if I had gotten a
hold of him in seventh and eighth grade and helped him refine that and given him
resources, hooked him up with somebody who likes to write beats, and then they
make their albums by the time they're 17?
Paul embraces the opportunity to introduce the use of electronic music into his
program; he said there is an “underserved populace” in the school that we are not
reaching that the use of electronic music will reach out to. When chatting about the
opportunity to incorporate it into his traditional ensemble classes, he mentioned it would
be tough to incorporate it without sacrificing the other aspects of the music department.
Students might need to choose where they are going to put in their time and resources. He
communicated that if he had to start a music department from scratch, he would only
have orchestra, choir, guitar, and piano because they are homogeneous and have fewer
resources and materials that are needed to create and sustain. He mentioned that for the
cost of two tubas that would serve eight kids for four years, he can purchase a pretty
decent recording studio and teach the kids how to become YouTubers, which is “a legit
form of food on the table.”
Ray
You're either making music or you're not, and that's all that matters. I think genres
and instrumentation, and it's not that they're unimportant because you have to set
parameters otherwise you would just be aimlessly wandering around. I think from
a pedagogical standpoint, the word modern to me implies that everything else is

52
so old-fashioned as to be irrelevant, perhaps, which, and this may sound a little
ironic coming from me.
In addition to his education, he feels that his personality type brings something to mix
with how he teaches and embraces modern music learning. He enjoys the messiness of
the process and the freedom from “boxes and silos.”
Background. Ray grew up in the Midwest and has spent most of his life in the
area. He said that he drives his family crazy with his personality of tinkering with gear,
building things, and searching the internet to find literature. He was constantly chasing
technology and creativity to add to his skill set. Ray was the first student at his university
to complete an undergraduate degree in music theory and composition. He had planned to
pursue graduate work in theory and composition but became interested in conducting and
instead earned a master’s degree in conducting. His dreams of going to LA and being a
big-time drummer or songwriter have passed, as he says he has aged out of the industry.
After graduating, he realized that he didn’t have the desire to live the type of lifestyle that
would be needed to be a top-notch conductor. He indicated that part of the music industry
is unbearable. Regarding his path to teaching, he said:
You asked me if my degree was in education, I've never gotten an education
degree. I got my education certification through an emergency certification. That's
where it started. The grand irony of people like you being so complimentary to
even want to talk to me about any kind of pedagogy, the fact that I know how to
use the word pedagogy, there's so much irony in that as to be comically funny. I
have the bare minimum. An argument could be made because of that, I didn't
know that I wasn't supposed to do certain things when creating this program.
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Ray remains at the same school where he began as a band and orchestra teacher
more than 22 years ago. Ray's classroom setting has changed over the years. Toward the
beginning of his career, he worked with large-ensemble students at a high level of
literature and performance skills. He uses and compares Mozart and Beethoven to
modern artists and relates that, just because they played with a different set of
instruments and without electricity, doesn't mean they were not pop stars in their own
time. Ray does feel that traditional ensembles are more interpretive than the Modern
Band with the ability to be creative and feels that we do a disservice to students when
they walk into an ensemble class and we say, “we don't teach that here.” Ray insists the
relevance to the students is very important; he wanted to be able to reach out to a
different demographic of students that are not necessarily in the traditional ensembles.
Those students say they love music, but there is not an outlet for it at school. He enjoys
the challenge and chaos of the Modern Band concept. The irony of having a conducting
degree is not lost on him as he now realizes the need to be the least important person in
the room.
Informal Teaching Approaches. After nine years teaching traditional band and
orchestra, Ray was asked to revamp a guitar class, and the rest is history. Following the
revision of the guitar curriculum, there was a push in 2008 for CTE (Career and
Technology Education) to link into the arts, and he worked to create a program that links
the technical side to the creative side and the performance side. He transitioned out of the
conducting world and into the creating world.
Over the years the program has grown with leaps and bounds and has live
broadcasts every week of student songwriters completely run by the students in the class.
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Ray spoke of missed opportunities for the traditional ensemble students as the way the
programs are created; the crossover of students is very minimal and he wishes the
students in traditional ensembles could have the opportunity to be a part of the Modern
Band part of the department.
Study Findings. Ray communicated that he considers himself as a facilitator or a
traditional executive producer rather than a teacher. In addition to all the experiences the
students are having, he has a large number of interns and student teachers coming to be
part of his department. In addition to his education, he feels that his personality type
brings something to mix with how he teaches and embraces modern music learning. He
enjoys the messiness of the process and the freedom from “boxes and silos.” For many
students, the arts are a lifeline—a place where they can create, experiment, and be
mentored by a caring teacher and staff.
It's always going to come down to that idea of validating their musical interests.
One of the things that can be done is you can do a lot more analysis. We don't talk
to the students enough about what they think about what they're playing. You
open that door up. We get a little bit into technical things about what they're
playing, but I'm talking about more like motivationally, you know, what's the
composer trying to say, you know, what's the message getting across? In that
moment before the audience responds, what do you want to leave them with and,
have that be a discussion point, and allow them the opportunity to bring in
examples, allow them the opportunity to share.
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Tom
I find Modern Band and non-traditional ensembles to be a great way to get kids
to make music that maybe missed the boat in middle school, or just want to do it
for a year to try it out. I find traditional ensembles are so vertically aligned that it
can be prohibitive to students making music when they get that interest, later in
life. We typically start fifth or sixth grade. How many kids know what they want
to do for the next six years at fifth or sixth grade? That is a ridiculous expectation
in my opinion. So I view Modern Band ensembles as a way to try and have an
ensemble for every single student in the secondary level. My goal is always to get
a hundred percent enrollment in the secondary school, have a place for every
single student, and Modern Band is a really good way to do that.
Background. Tom grew up in a military family and moved frequently when he
was in school. He knew from childhood that he wanted to make music, but felt he was
"denied a music education" due to the changing of schools or not picking the right
instrument. When his father got out of the military, he was in high school and the band
director said, "It's fine. We will get you caught up." He picked up percussion and joined
the band. He said the memory stuck with him that he was allowed to do something and to
join the music-making.
Tom has an undergraduate degree in music education. His master’s degree is in
music and human learning, which is like a music psychology degree. Tom was able to
study with some "big names in the music education industry," so he feels that he had
some unique classes that were very helpful in the situation of what he is teaching, along
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with multiple levels of arranging and orchestration and recording technology. He stated
that his undergraduate program was "ahead of the curve" when it comes to technology:
I think my training was that I could do anything as long as I stayed a week or two
ahead of the students. I feel like it's fine because I have an understanding of music
and musicianship. And I feel like a lot of teachers shy away from that where I
lean into that. It's like this is an opportunity for me to learn something along with
this kid. I don't feel like I had the training to do it, but I feel like I had the
encouragement that like, I can do it because I'm a good musician in other
capacities.
Tom has been teaching for 13 years—3 years at a charter school in
the Southwestern United States, 10 years overseas—and was in the music industry
business for 4 years. At the time of this research, he had begun working at a new school;
he was teaching middle school string orchestra and high school modern rock band and
was planning to add more classes to the curriculum. Although Tom teaches the classical
ensembles, his passion is in the non-traditional ensembles. As a percussionist, he feels
like he does not have a major instrument but is comfortable picking up anything and
making it work as more a part of his personality rather than training.
The current program at Tom’s school is based on the students' interests rather than
on his strengths. He feels he has a broad enough skill set to let the students steer rather
than him lead. His background from moving around brought many different things. He
feels that he has a lot of breadth, but not a lot of depth when it comes to specific areas of
music. The plan at the new school is to build a program similar to his past program where
the students have different opportunities to create and make music and where the “lines
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start to blur” by adding a recording arts class that would come in and do recordings of the
other classes or having a guitar and percussion class play alongside the orchestra.
Tom is planning to expand his curricular offerings by letting the students take the
lead to suggest ideas that would interest them, rather than him putting together the
ensembles. He feels that he will have fewer roadblocks with student-driven interests than
with traditional teacher-driven classes.
Informal Teaching Approaches. Tom feels that Modern Band is a great way to
get all students involved at the secondary level. One of the challenges that he has come
across is the different levels within the Modern Band classes, but he has been pleasantly
surprised at how the students help each other and do not view it as a competition. The
students work together to make the parts solid and work with the group.
I expected a downside when I introduced these modern ensembles; it was going to
detract from my classical ensembles. And that's the worry that I always have with
everybody that I talked to and I found the opposite to happen. Kids would join the
rock band in 9th or 10th grade. They would have so much fun. And then be like, I
want to try to play tuba or something like that. Just to kind of be part of that
community because they saw that the large ensembles have a sense of community
and musicianship that maybe wasn't there, where the Modern Bands were always
a very introductory ensemble. Like anybody can do it in any ability level. If you
want to dig in deeper, this is the ensemble for you.
Study Findings. Tom thinks that every student has a place in Modern Band, and
strives to include as many students as possible, whether the student is singing and playing
guitar or working behind the scenes with the technology of the recording studio. He had a
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huge support system at a previous school and was able to offer different ensembles to his
school and enjoyed it when the lines blurred when the ensembles overlapped. He gives
his students opportunities to learn a different instrument and has the students work on
personal projects that interest them. He wants them to "think about making music in a
lifelong way.” He says, “I challenge my students to be part of who you are, how, what
you want that to look like as you get older.”
Synthesis
Background
Every participant had a different background. Tom grew up in a military family
and moved from school to school and he felt that this impacted his music-making in that
he lacked experience until until high school when his father retired. David had a mixture
of informal and formal training. Joe started playing in church when he was young and
was a keyboardist in a touring rock band for several years. Jose found his way into music
education via drum corps and marching band. Doug grew up in the "hot zone" of the
United States and indicated that he stayed inside and practiced his saxophone. Paul, who
plays tuba, grew up in a rural area, and his father played guitar, but he did not until he
started teaching. Ray is a drummer who went into college as a theory and composition
major.
Although all the participants went to college in the United States, their
experience, majors, and certifications were slightly different. Joe and Ray have their
teaching certificates from emergency licensure, as they both majored in music theory and
composition for their undergraduate degree. Tom, Paul, Doug, Jose, and Dan all have
undergraduate degrees in music education. Dan, Doug, Ray, and Tom all have or are
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working on master’s degrees in music-related fields. When asked about how they felt
their college experiences prepared them for teaching informal music practices or Modern
Band, the majority of the participants indicated there were some significant gaps in their
educations. Dan felt that his college encouraged world music and the Orff approach but
wishes he had some more experiences in informal learning. Joe has a degree in theory
and composition, so he feels very comfortable in this area. Jose says he is an "old school
band director" and had some issues with the changeover to modern learning practices.
Doug said that academia fails us all. Paul says he felt like he left his college as a musician
rather than just a band director, but wishes he had more experience with technical parts of
sound and studio equipment.
School Function
The school situations for participants stem from how the cultures of their
classrooms and schools impact the students. Secondary schools were quite similar for the
seven participants. The culture of the classroom refers to how each teacher sets up their
learning spaces. All participants spoke about the importance of setting up the culture
before diving into the content of the class. This included making sure that every student is
comfortable in the space, allowing the students the grace to make mistakes, and to try
different things within the classroom. In addition, participants encouraged students to
take risks with their playing and creating of different sounds within the music room. One
of the participants said he told his students every day that he loved them no matter what
they played. In this culture of trust and support, students can break down barriers of
perfectionism and concentrate on the creativity and beauty of music. It also facilitates a
climate of activity, aspiration, and collaboration.
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Differences in school situations existed in matters of scheduling, funding, and
administration. All participants mentioned that scheduling was an issue, but for different
reasons. Doug said there were too many electives for students to choose from; Dan
mentioned different levels within his room; Jose indicated that his scheduling was
working pretty well; Doug said he was a nightmare of trying to have consistency, but his
school has release time, so students have time to create outside of a traditional classroom;
Paul listed the schedule as a downfall of having students’ time and energy in one subject
area; Ray said his schedule is working well after years of tweaking, and Tom is in a new
school so scheduling is still in the works, but in the past, he has been able to create
classes that accommodate students’ interests.
Opportunities
The participants foster music interactions with their programs and students that
promote the culture of their classrooms as places of safety, experimentation, and
creativity. Students can explore making music, listen more intently, create different types
of sounds both electric and acoustic, play relevant music, and create compositions. The
participants may differ in the details, but providing a place for their students to create is a
theme that runs throughout the interviews.
Positive and open music interactions lead to more opportunities and experiences
for students in their secondary music classrooms. Participants offer their students the
ability to create through the use of newer methods and technologies, reaching a different
population in the school, and coming into contact with more students overall. There are
more connections to the local communities outside of the music room and more
encouragement for students to collaborate.
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Music Individualism
How do all these experiences affect how these teachers interact with Modern
Band, traditional ensembles, and their students? The participants in this study take their
strengths and previous knowledge and insert it into their daily interactions with their
students. The community of the group works together to create a safe place to
experiment, make mistakes, and create new sounds and music. Once this community
starts growing, the students reinforce the culture by helping each other and supporting the
success within the community without becoming competitive. According to participants,
each community of students learned from each other and worked to collaborate within the
classroom as musicians who are creating and experiencing music.
As the community within their classroom grows, each teacher works to advise and
mentor by focusing on developing positive interactions and culture before content to
reach the students. The culture and the community of the music groups are key to
creating an atmosphere where the students trust the teacher and other students so they can
be vulnerable in the creating process. Creating is messy, and students need to have the
freedom to take risks without being judged or thought of as unsuccessful. Students need
to be able to fail in a safe environment. According to Dan:
I think giving them the informal freedom to fail, like, that's my thing. My kids are
so afraid to make a mistake when they get to me, and I'm like no, it's okay. The
world will still turn when he's singing wrong.
In Music: Informal Learning and the School: A New Classroom Pedagogy, Lucy
Green explains that the role of the teacher for her research was to establish rules for
behavior, set the tasks, and then observe. The point of observation was so that teachers
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could see the students’ perspective and diagnose their needs. Then the teachers were able
to offer suggestions and model or demonstrate to help the students achieve their goals
(Green, 2008). Encouraging the students to create and set their own goals in music allows
the students ownership of their creation whether it is an original composition or a cover
of someone else’s work. One of the students interviewed in Green's project responded
about how he felt about being left alone without the pressure linked to creativity:
It’s really like easy when they leave you to do it by yourself, ‘cause you, like you
think, you think of something, like an idea springs to mind and you jus, you go on
the idea instead of all the teachers going” Oh no you got to, you got to do it this
way” and you can do it all by yourself, and it just sounds all good (Green, 2008,
p.111).
All the participants in this study mentioned culture, student-centered learning, and
trust when being interviewed about what they do in their classrooms. These words
showed up when working on the coding from the transcriptions, sometimes connected to
other codes and in other areas of their interview, these words are in continuous use by the
participants. The culture of their classroom uses student-centered learning so that the
students have a voice in what and how they are learning. It makes the class more relevant
to the students when they have a voice. Trust within the classroom is referring to trusting
the students to lead where they want to go in the process of learning. All participants
mentioned that this was the hardest part of informal learning practices.
The participants all indicated that the ability to teach anything and everything
within music made it easy for them to take on the challenge of including modern band
and informal music learning practices in their classrooms and programs. Their
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backgrounds and experiences with music provided insight and flexibility for the
participants to embrace new ways of experiencing music inside and outside of the
traditional classroom, which has led them to create music individualism within each
participant. The ability to adapt and create music from using different sources
(instruments) and different class settings is something that each of these participants were
able to embrace within their respective school contexts.
While “music individualism” could refer to a person who is unable to conform to
an ensemble or to blend into a group of musicians or thought processes, the term in this
study represents a positive characteristic of a teacher to use their musical abilities to
move past notes on a page, and be able to create, inspire, and challenge traditional
parameters of music. The ability to encourage musical individualism allows students to
experience music with more complexity.
The participants’ music individualism enabled them to teach outside their
wheelhouse of comfort and encourage their students to do the same. To use music as a
flexible medium to create, perform and experience all within any given music classroom,
is a gift that the participants were able to share with their students. It enriched the
students’ music experience in and out of the classroom.
Informal Music Learning/ Modern Band imports music that is typically found
only outside of the classroom and allows students to create and experience music in a
variety of ways. Teachers create an environment that encourages experimentation and
creation and offers a safe place for “failure.” It allows students the mindset, experience,
and voice to work through musical contexts to create music that is relevant to themselves.
Musical individualism is a byproduct that is created when students are encouraged to

64
combine multiple learning and music skills within a class. This process reflects not just in
music but in other areas of learning and inspires students to be flexible, think outside the
box, and engage in collaborative creation and exploration.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations
The purpose of this study was to explore the use of informal music and Modern
Band practices in the contexts of secondary music ensemble classrooms. The questions
that I used to guide my investigation were:
1. How do participants define Modern Band and why do they use its pedagogy?
2. How did participants initially integrate Modern Band into their programs and how
did their communities respond?
3. How were participants prepared to engage in Modern Band teaching and learning
processes?
After interviewing the participants, I found that everyone does something different; none
of the programs are the same. Each participant brought aspects of their own experiences
into the classroom and shared them with their students.
For the first research question, I asked participants how they defined Modern
Band and why they use that or other informal learning practices. Four of the participants
defined it as not the typical large ensemble of band, choir, or orchestra, but went on to
explain the use of guitars, keyboards, percussion, and electronics as instrumental
components. One participant explained that he did not like the term—that it made
traditional instruments and ensembles sound old fashioned. To him, the methodology is
old fashioned, not the music. He said, “You are either making music, or you are not”
(Ray). Another participant answered that Modern Band is the use of new technology and
current repertoire that is relevant to the students and bringing it all together. Another
participant indicated that he was not a Modern Band adherent, but was using more
modern techniques in his classroom and allowing the students to experiment. The one

66
thing that all the participants agreed on was the importance of student-led activities, and
that students were able to experience music at their own level.
The participants began using Modern Band or informal learning processes
differently in their programs. Two of the participants were specifically hired to integrate
and use a Modern Band concept within their schools, including songwriting and
composition aspects as well as instrumental. One participant felt forced into using
informal learning processes by his administration but has been very happy with the
change and wished he had made the change sooner. He perceived that students are more
engaged in his program now. Another participant indicated that students are bored and
need something new; the Modern Band concept drives the students to want more and to
explore. One of the participants was inspired by Lucy Green’s book and began to explore
using Modern Band and informal music learning practices in marching band and then
brought it into his general music rotations. Another participant was inspired though
taking a technology class for his certification and begin using a music writing software
program to have students create their own arrangements. He indicated that the students
get tired of “Hot Cross Buns” and needed something more. One participant started using
microphones and electronics in marching band and then started to experiment with
Electronic Dance Music (EDM) and more studio-related Modern Band creating beats and
loops. Another participant found that traditional ensembles are so vertically aligned that it
is hard for students to just jump in and play, whereas the Modern Band classes allow
ALL students to participate at any time. The last participant started by taking over a
guitar class and then restructured the curriculum to include music lab, songwriting, and
compositions. With the exception of one of the participants, they all said that the schools,
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administration, and students enjoy the student-centered learning process and exploring
new things. The participant who indicated that it was not all positive spoke about a
circumstance that occurred when he changed positions within the same school. He started
a new position that included Modern Band with an emphasis on using a recording studio
and songwriting rather than the original orchestra and band classes. He was subsequently
blamed for low numbers in the traditional ensembles due to students dropping ensemble
classes in order to participate in the Modern Band experiences. However, he believed that
the decreased enrollment in ensemble classes was due to the new ensemble teacher rather
than to his Modern Band classes. Over the years, enrollment numbers have leveled out
and there is some crossover between students who participate in both traditional
ensembles and the modern band classes.
The third and final question was how the participants felt about being prepared to
engage students in Modern Band teaching and learning process. Three of the participants
learned music informally growing up and performed outside of the school music
classroom. They indicated that it made them more comfortable with the process of
teaching Modern Band and the informal learning process. Two of those participants have
degrees in composition and theory and they felt that also increased their comfort level.
Three other participants stated that their music degree was adequate, although it had not
necessarily prepared them for this outlet of music. However, they felt prepared as
musicians and qualified to experiment with different ways of creating music. Another
participant felt he had minimal training from workshops and had had to figure out most
processes on his own. The final participant said he felt he could teach anything that was
related to music and one of the most important aspects of success across instructional
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categores was creating relationships with students; he emphasized culture over the
content. Again, each of the participants began this journey of teaching and learning in a
different way based on family/personal, educational, and professional backgrounds.

Implications
The use of informal music and Modern Band practices in the context of secondary
music ensemble classrooms can lead to a wonderful mixture of learning practices,
creative expression, and musical engagement for all students. The combination of both
informal and formal teaching and learning practices in the same classroom promotes
creativity, integrates student-led engagement, and encourages students to become wellrounded and involved in many aspects of music. When the tension of having popular
music and classical music within the classroom are resolved it allows the students the
opportunity to learn and to cross the boundaries in a non-intimidating and comprehensive
way. The challenge is determining what popular and culturally relevant music to use in
the 21st century music education context (McPhail, 2013). “Educational environments
need to provide both the dissonance required to inspire learning and the consonance
required for students to recognize themselves as a value within the acoustic of the school.
In other words, there is a place for both the canon and the kids" (McPhail, 2013, p. 18).
Practice
Having students experiment with modern band within their regular band classes
helps them to recognize that different genres can have much in common. Music can be
played by ear, read from notation, or improvised above chord symbols and can have a
different meaning to every student. Many times in education we build boxes around our
programs so that each cohort of students receives the same education as did the previous
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group, and we miss the moments to inspire, create and grow. We need standards and
objectives, but certainly there is room for something a little different in our programs so
that we can reach all of the students.
Teachers can launch Modern Band by offering it during a release period, club
time, lunchtime, or even before or after school. By giving students the opportunity to
experiment with different instruments and aural rather than notational learning, we allow
them to grow as musicians. Within the traditional ensmble classroom, the incorporation
of some informal music learning and peer-to-peer interaction is another important step
that can move students toward their own learning and musical interests. This flexibility
and independence facilitates young people’s development into well-rounded musicians
who can make use of all avenues of musical learning. Instead of losing students to other
elective choices, our students grow as musicians and learn the nuts and bolts of
traditional music while also having an opportunity to create relevant music with their
peers. Students who struggle to read musical notation can connect to music in other ways,
such as improvisation.
Education/ Preparation
The question of how to prepare and educate students using Modern Band and
informal music practices in traditional instrumental programs is necessarily paired with
how to educate and prepare pre-service and in-service teachers. Music education
programs in colleges and universities that have started dabbling in informal music
practices typically lodge that work within general music classes rather than weaving it
into instrumental pedagogy classes. By bringing informal music learning practices into
pedagogy classes, pre-service teachers will be more familiar with the process and feel
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more inclined to use them in their future classrooms. Most of the participants in this study
felt that their own backgrounds in informal music helped them teach their students.
Within pedagogy classes, there likely will be some students with prior experience in
informal music learning; however, many more students may lack such exposure. Peer
interactions can encourage more activities inside and outside of instrumental pedagogy
classes.
For established and seasoned teachers, adding “one more thing” might seem
overwhelming or burdensome, but adding just a little here and there is sometimes the best
way to introduce both students and teachers to a new idea. Teachers could experience
Modern Band concepts by attending workshops offered by Little Kids Rock, or attend
Modern Band or informal music learning sessions at educational conferences. Another
option would be to visit classrooms in person or virtual to see how different teachers
incorporate Modern Band into their traditional ensemble classes. An example would be a
warm-up exercise in which students learn a simple melody by ear and experiment with
altering the supporting chord structure. This could lead into further exploration and
discussion of how chords are used in popular music. Another example would be to offer
time for students to experiment with alternate instruments during class time. While some
teachers may perceive this as a waste of time or an insufficiently engaging activity,
participants in this study reinforced that the peer interactions and creations engendered by
informal learning opportunities are indeed worthwhile: students encourage one another to
engage in wide-ranging conversations about chords, word choice, improvisation, and
other surprisingly advanced and deeply relevant aspects of music and musicianship.

71
Recommendations
Recommendations for incorporating Modern Band and informal music learning
practices into existing traditional instrumental programs start with students. Teachers
need to ask what their students listen to outside of school and facilitate projects in which
they bring in and share that music. Teachers also need to create classroom cultures that
allow students to feel comfortable sharing their personal tastes in music. Curricula can
allow room to experiment with student-led activities, from having individuals give
opinions about what they heard in the clarinet section to having students create and lead
warmups in percussion class. Students need to have opportunities to explore the use of
modern “rock” band instruments. This could be hosting a ukulele club or guitar club,
where students have access to instruments and, through instruction, are able to use chord
forms and cover songs that they are familiar with outside of the school day. Using
computer programs, students can create projects and experiment with songwriting,
creating beats and loops that can stand alone or may be combined with other instruments
for creative electronic dance music and mashups of different songs. As teachers,
sometimes we just need to take the leap of faith and offer different experiences outside of
our own comfort zones so that we can make connections to students and their cultures.
Teachers need to be open to learning new techniques and information gained
through reading research literature. Vasil (2015) stated that studies show college music
programs need to be more responsive and flexible when preparing pre-service teachers in
informal learning practices. “Changes in curricular content and pedagogy and can be
overwhelming but are certainly attainable through intentional and thoughtful design and
planning” (Vasil, 2020, p. 47). By creating informed changes in curriculum and
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pedagogy, teachers can develop abilities to work with formal and informal music
practices within the classrooms and rehearsal halls. In her dissertation, Vasil listed four
ways that college music teacher education programs could help pre-service teachers
prepare to guide informal learning, including encouraging them to perform on popular
music instruments, listen critically to popular music, try songwriting (including chord
structure, lyrics, and singable melodies), and learn to use the technology found in music
recording and industry (2015).
The 2014 College Music Society document about including Modern Band has the
following recommendations for undergraduate music programs: (1) include contemporary
music and the practices used to create them; (2) embrace student-led pedagogy; (3) utilize
world and popular music; and (4) balance contemporary musicians in society and how we
develop musicians in higher education (Vasil, 2020).
Conclusion
Teachers can employ Modern Band and informal music learning practices in
various ways to support music education in schools. The topic, writ large, has been part
of the conversation in music education circles since the Tanglewood Declaration in 1967,
but in 2022, the inclusion of popular music in school music is still uneven. Robert Woody
wrote:
While American music has clearly flourished and evolved over the last several
decades, it’s difficult to say the same for American music education. Although
there are important reasons to preserve longstanding traditions of school music,
one wonders why the content of our music curricula doesn’t better reflect the
musical world in which we live (Woody, 2007, p. 32).
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How do we support our traditional ensembles and still involve modern music
within our curriculum? Lucy Green states, “The informal learning practices that go into
the making of popular music are very different from the usual pedagogic methods of
formal education” (Green, 2008, p. 90). Green indicates that engagement with inter-sonic
meanings (properties and relationships within music) used with informal music learning
practices can complement learning through formal approaches, meaning that the listening
skills involved in informal music learning can be used within a formal music setting and
methodology (Green, 2008).
This study of the Modern Band within the context of a traditional band program
has explored some of the principles of learning in both traditional band and Modern Band
worlds, which can lead to a well-rounded experience for students. Music programs can
fold modern learning practices into traditional approaches with traditional literature and
still allow students to experiment with popular music styles that are relevant to them and
the society in which they live. The disconnection between the music that our students
listen to and the music they create within a traditional ensemble class can create tension
within the students' love of music. By integrating both worlds into the music classroom,
students will have shared experiences of multiple genres of music, develop as better
listeners, become diverse learners, and engage in creativity in their school music
experiences. Refusing to experiment with new ideas and approaches may very well lead
to what Ray, a study participant, stated:
The music that they [students] are generally listening to has nothing to do with
what you [music teachers] are doing. They are living in two different worlds. You
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have the world they are living in academically, and then you have the world that
they are living in—their real lives.
Vasil concluded that teachers in her study were looking for ways to close the gap
between school music and “students’ music” by integrating popular music and Informal
Music Learning Practices (IMLP) into the school programs (Vasil, 2019). Learning how
and when to enact change in a program can be challenging. “Changes in curricular
content and pedagogy can be overwhelming but are certainly attainable through
intentional and thoughtful design and planning” (Vasil, 2020b, p. 47). Vasil (2020b) also
focused on how educational policy changes have impacted instructional practices and
how art programs can be developed for traditional and emerging models and structures of
education. In her view, traditional pedagogies are hampering the ability to bring twentyfirst-century learning into music education.
The combination of both informal and formal teaching and learning practices in
the same classroom promotes creativity, integrates student-led engagement, and
encourages students to become well-rounded and involved in many aspects of music.
When the tension of having popular music and classical music within the classroom are
resolved it allows the students the opportunity to learn and to cross generic boundaries in
a non-intimidating and comprehensive way. The challenge is to determine what popular
and culturally relevant music to use in the twenty-first-century music education context
(McPhail, 2013). “Educational environments need to provide both the dissonance
required to inspire learning and the consonance required for students to recognize
themselves as a value within the acoustic of the school. In other words, there is a place
for both the canon and the kids" (McPhail, 2013, p. 18).

75
Appendix A: Consent to Participate in Research

Identification of Investigators & Purpose of Study
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Melissa Harper from
James Madison University. The purpose of this study is to investigate the use of modern
band within the typical restraints of a traditional concert band class. This study will
contribute to the researcher’s completion of her master’s thesis.
Research Procedures
Should you decide to participate in this research study, you will be asked to sign this
consent form once all your questions have been answered to your satisfaction. This study
consists of an interview that will be administered to individual participants via virtual
using Zoom. You will be asked to provide answers to a series of questions related to
modern band and traditional concert band. All interviews will be recorded.
Time Required
Participation in this study will require 45-60 minutes of your time. The interview will
take only one session reserving the ability to contact participants with minor follow-up
questions if needed.
Risks
The investigator does not perceive more than minimal risks from your involvement in this
study (that is, no risks beyond the risks associated with everyday life).
Benefits
Potential benefits from participation in this study include further study of modern band in
other traditional music classes.
Confidentiality
The results of this research will be presented as a thesis project. The results of this
project will be coded in such a way that the respondent’s identity will not be attached to
the final form of this study. The researcher retains the right to use and publish nonidentifiable data. While individual responses are confidential, aggregate data will be
presented representing averages or generalizations about the responses as a whole. All
data will be stored in a secure location accessible only to the researcher. Upon
completion of the study, all information that matches up individual respondents with their
answers, including audio/video recordings, will be destroyed.
Participation & Withdrawal
Your participation is entirely voluntary. You are free to choose not to
participate. Should you choose to participate, you can withdraw at any time without
consequences of any kind.
Questions about the Study
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If you have questions or concerns during the time of your participation in this study, or
after its completion or you would like to receive a copy of the final aggregate results of
this study, please contact:
Melissa Harmes
School of Music
James Madison University
mharper@rockingham.k12.va.us

Dr. William Dabback
School of Music
James Madison University
dabbacwm@jmu.edu

Questions about Your Rights as a Research Subject
Dr. Taimi Castle
Chair, Institutional Review Board
James Madison University
(540) 568-5929
castletl@jmu.edu
Giving of Consent
I have read this consent form and I understand what is being requested of me as a
participant in this study. I freely consent to participate. I have been given satisfactory
answers to my questions. The investigator provided me with a copy of this form. I
certify that I am at least 18 years of age.
I give consent to be (video/audio) recorded during my interview. ________ (initials)
______________________________________
Name of Participant (Printed)
______________________________________
Name of Participant (Signed)

______________
Date

_____________________________________
Name of Researcher (Signed)

______________
Date
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
1) How do you define modern band?
2) Why do this (use Modern Band)?
3) How did you initially integrate modern band into your program?
4) How was it accepted in your school?
a) Including administration?
b) Parents?
c) Students?
d) Yourself?
5) What were the biggest challenges?
a) Drawbacks?
b) Successes
c) Strengths?
6) How long have been doing this and at your school?
7) What were the outcomes and goals?
8) If you had to do this all over again, would you and would you change anything?
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